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Abstract 
As EFL teachers we use reading comprehension as an aid for intentional and incidental vocabulary growth. However, many 
reading passages contain low frequency words causing our students to face with difficulties trying to comprehend L2 texts, and 
this can become a handicap in the process of vocabulary learning. Including glosses in reading texts is an effective strategy that 
helps students overcome this problem. The aim of the present study is to investigate how different types of gloss conditions affect 
SEEU students' reading comprehension and incidental vocabulary learning. The participants were 120 students with two different 
proficiency levels. They were divided into three groups of 40 and assigned to read a text with highlighted low frequency words.
One group had L1 glosses to consult the meaning of the words, one group had L2 glosses and the control group had no glosses. 
After reading their text under each research condition, participants were given a vocabulary test to identify how many target 
words they remembered. The results of the study indicated that in both levels the experimental groups outperformed the control 
groups. The low proficiency students especially benefited from the L1 glosses and high proficiency students were successful with
both Gloss conditions. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Hacettepe Universitesi. 
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1. Introduction 
Gloss is defined as an explanation of the meaning of a word (Pak,1986 cited in Al-Jabri, 2009) or a brief 
definition or synonym either in L1 or in L2 (Nation, 2001 cited in Al-Jabri, 2009). The main reason for using 
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glosses is to help learners to comprehend, and acquire new words. According to the researchers Holley and King, 
1971; Nation, 1990; Watanabe; 1997 glosses are beneficial in three main areas: reading comprehension, vocabulary 
learning and individual learning. Nation (1990) discussed three main points of glosses that assist comprehension. 
First glosses help learners to understand the meaning of low frequency words. These words might be very important 
in understanding a particular text, however they are not frequently used in everyday life. Because of the very poor 
coverage these low frequency words give, it is not worth spending class time on actually teaching these words. Also 
by using glosses students save time from looking up these infrequent words in the dictionary. Perry (1993:2) stated 
that “Vocabulary teaching takes a good deal of time, and it is simply not economic to spend minutes on items whose 
reoccurrence are only ten in a million”. The second advantage mentioned by Nation (1990) is that when learners use 
the aid of glosses for unknown words in a text they are less distracted from the reading process.  What is meant by 
distraction is while the learners are engaged in the reading process they might come up with unknown words that 
they can’t figure out their meaning, and look for outside help for the unknown words in the text. The help can be 
looking up words from a dictionary or asking a teacher for help. Whatever the source of help is, the learners 
attention is distracted from the reading and causes interference from the smooth reading process. The third 
advantage suggested by Nation is from the teacher’s aspect. Instead of spending their class time in assisting students 
with unknown words, the teacher could use their class time with more meaningful activities such as background 
knowledge, discussion, pre-reading activities and so on. The third advantage stated by Nation is that glosses provide 
learners with instant knowledge of words that are not easily guessed, but are very important in understanding the 
whole meaning of the text. If students don’t have an aid and make a wrong inference of certain key words in the text 
the whole reading is restrained. However the usage of glosses can prevent wrong inferences from context and help 
in comprehension. Holley and King (1971) also share the same idea that glosses are a helpful tool in facilitating 
vocabulary learning and reading comprehension. In their research they found out that glosses helped in learning the 
correct meaning of unknown words and they avoided wrong inferences or wrong meanings of words, which later 
was called “unlearning” by Hulstjn (1992) It is also believed that using glosses will help students understand the text 
more correctly and prevent the incorrect or random guessing of the words in the text. Deriving meaning from 
context can be difficult and risky because of readers' lack of language or reading strategies (e.g., Bensoussan and 
Laufer, 1984; Hulstijn, 1992; Kruse, 1979; Nation, 2001; Stein, 1993 cited in Hee Ko, 2005). Furthermore, Holley 
and King (1971) and Watanabe (1997) suggested another advantage to gloss usage in texts. According to their 
research, students went through a phase of practice or rehearsal when they used glosses. What is meant by this 
rehearsal is that when students read a text they came up with an unknown word and this was their (first input). The 
next step they did was to look up at the meaning of the word provided by the gloss in the text (second input). Then 
they repeated the word to themselves to see if the given definition fitted the meaning in the context (third input). 
They thought that this practice or rehearsal was fruitful in helping learners remember the vocabulary. 
To finally sum up based on the previous research I believe that the usage of glosses in a text helps in making the 
reading process flow freely and smoothly without interruption. They provide instant knowledge to key words that 
can’t be guessed from context, they also provide definition to low frequency words that appear in a text. 
Furthermore, they help the teachers use their limited classroom time in other beneficial activities apart from 
vocabulary teaching and also more individualization for the students, since looking at a glossed word depends on 
their own knowledge of a word. In addition glosses prevent students from making wrong guesses from the context 
and learning a wrong meaning of a word. Last, glosses provide reinforcement by providing rehearsal or several 
inputs to the same word. 
2. Research Methodology 
Many studies have attempted to provide an indication to which technique has a better impact and in helping 
learners acquire new vocabulary from context and these studies reveal conflicting results about the effect of L1 and 
L2 glosses on vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension and what type of glosses learners prefer.    
Therefore, the current study aims to attempt to give answers to the following questions for the SEEU Language 
Centre students: 
1. Is glossing a helpful tool in incidental vocabulary learning? 
2. Which gloss type L1, L2 or no gloss is more effective on reading comprehension? 
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3. Participants  
This present study is carried out at SEEU during a two-semester Winter-Summer 2009. There were totally 120 
students involved in the study. They were taking Basic English courses levels A1, B2 (Common European 
Framework). The reason that only Level 1 and Level 4 students are chosen is to examine the performances of high 
proficiency and low proficiency participants and to increase the gap between high proficiency and low proficiency 
levels. The level 2 and Level 3 students belonged to the middle proficiency group and are not included in the 
experiment. 
                             Table 1. The number of the participants, level of proficiency and gloss condition 
                             ______________________________________________________________________ 
                                        Gloss type         L1 Gloss Group                   L2 Gloss Group             No Gloss Group 
                                         Level 1            20 students                           20 students                     20 students 
                                         Level 4            20 students                           20 students                     20 students 
                              ___________________________________________________________________________ 
4. Instruments
4.1. Reading Material and Target Words 
The first step of the reading material was to ensure appropriate text selection. There were four criteria for the text 
selection choice that helped me with my final decision of the text. Length, topic, syntax and vocabulary. The criteria 
were based on Davis (1989) and Jacobs (1994).  
The text Susan and Sam (130 words) was chosen for level 1-low proficiency students and text A The Ice Man 
(475 words) was chosen for level 4 –high proficiency students. The reading text was adapted into three forms: a text 
with no glosses, a text with L1, and the same text with L2 (English) glosses placed on a margin on the same line as 
the glossed words.  
4.2. The Multiple-Choice Reading Comprehension Test 
After the reading text, the participants were given a multiple-choice reading comprehension test consisted of five 
items, each with multiple choice answer options. The questions of the test were carefully created to make certain 
that the test measured students’ reading comprehension rather than their capability to recall information from the 
text. 
4.3. Vocabulary Test 
The participants took a vocabulary test immediately after the treatment. and the second one two weeks later. This 
study used a separation of two-weeks from each other following similar studies (Chun & Plass, 1996; Yoshii & 
Flaitz, 2002). The immediate post test is consisted of a reading comprehension test and a vocabulary recognition 
test. The delayed post-test is consisted of a vocabulary recognition test in order to measure weather students recall 
the vocabulary glossed items from the experiment conducted two weeks earlier. The participants were not be told in 
advance that they will take a test. 
4.4. The Multiple-Choice Reading Comprehension Test 
The reading comprehension test contained five questions where each question had four choices a-b-c-d. The most 
important issue in the reading comprehension test was that it measured reading comprehension rather than recall 
ability of the students. 
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4.5. Questionnaire  
After the immediate post test the participants received a questionnaire about their attitude towards glosses. The 
questionnaire addressed questions about the participants’ opinion on using glosses during the reading 
comprehension.  
5. Results 
5.1. Reading Comprehension Test 
The first research question asked which gloss type L1, L2 or no gloss facilitates reading comprehension. Results 
of the reading comprehension test in the present study clearly indicate a significant effect for the use of L1 glosses 
on reading comprehension. This finding is consistent with the results of previous studies such as Aweiss (1994), Luo 
(1993), and Stoehr (2000). The following tables are the results of each gloss condition from the Level 1 and 4 
groups. 
                            Table 2. The percentage of level 1 students and number of correct answers in reading comprehension 
                              ________________________________________________________________________ 
                                                 Number of Questions        L1 Gloss            L2 Gloss               No gloss
                                                   Question 1                         /                          /                             5% 
                                                   Question 2                         /                          /                             50% 
                                                   Question 3                        10%                   45 %                        25%
                                                   Question 4                        70%                   40%                         15% 
                                                   Question 5                        20%                   15%                          5% 
                                _______________________________________________________________________ 
                            Table 3. The percentage of level 4 students and number of correct answers in reading comprehension 
                                                   Number of Questions        L1 Gloss            L2 Gloss               No gloss 
                                                   Question 1                         /                          /                             5% 
                                                   Question 2                         /                          /                             50% 
                                                   Question 3                        10%                   45 %                        25%
                                                   Question 4                        70%                   40%                         15% 
                                                   Question 5                        20%                   15%                          5% 
5.2. Results of the vocabulary test 
It is clear from the results that both level 1 and Level 4 students that were assigned to the gloss conditions were 
more successful than the control groups with no gloss condition. However the results show that the usage of L2 
glosses did not seem to be as effective as the results of L1 gloss use. Although there was an advantage of English 
glosses over no gloss condition the difference of the results was not significant. On the other hand the usage of L2 
glosses was more effective with the level 4 students in both reading and vocabulary tests. This finding is consistent 
with results of previous studies such as Goyette (1995), Ko (1995), Miyasako (2002), and Ko (2005).Therefore, this 
study confirms the usefulness of using L1 glosses in L2 reading comprehension and vocabulary acquisition. The 
following tables are the results of each gloss condition from the Level 1 and 4 groups. 
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Table 4. Level 1 vocabulary test results 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Level 1 L1 Gloss Condition 
 Number of students 20 :         7 students         8 students            3 students          2  students    
 Correct answers out of 10:     8  correct        6  correct              4  correct          3 correct 
Level 1 L2 Gloss Condition 
 Number of students 20 :         6 students         4 students           5students          2  students   3 students 
 Correct answers out of 10:     6  correct       5  correct              4  correct          3 correct      2correct 
Level 1 No Gloss Condition 
 Number of students 20 :         4 students         6 students           6students         4students    
 Correct answers out of 10:     5  correct       4  correct               3 correct      2 correct 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Table 5. Level 4 vocabulary test results 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
Level 1 L1 Gloss Condition 
 Number of students 20 :         7 students         8 students            3 students          2  students    
 Correct answers out of 10:     8  correct       6  correct              4  correct          3 correct 
Level 1 L2 Gloss Condition 
 Number of students 20 :         6 students         4 students           5students          2  students   3 students 
 Correct answers out of 10:     6  correct       5  correct              4  correct          3 correct      2correct 
Level 1 No Gloss Condition 
 Number of students 20 :         4 students         6 students           6students         4students    
 Correct answers out of 10:     5  correct       4  correct               3 correct      2 correct 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
6. Discussion 
It is clear from the results that both level 1 and Level 4 students that were assigned to the gloss conditions were 
more successful than the control groups with no gloss condition. However the results show that the usage of L2 
glosses did not seem to be as effective as the results of L1 gloss use. Although there was an advantage of English 
glosses over no gloss condition the difference of the results was not significant. On the other hand the usage of L2 
glosses was more effective with the level 4 students in both reading and vocabulary tests. This finding is consistent 
with results of previous studies such as Goyette (1995), Ko (1995), Miyasako (2002), and Ko (2005).Therefore, this 
study confirms the usefulness of using L1 glosses in L2 reading comprehension and vocabulary acquisition.. 
Possible explanation for the effectiveness of L1 glosses is that L2 learners process the text with L1 glosses faster 
than that without L1 glosses and this is explained through the model of lexical and conceptual representation revised 
by Kroll & Stewart (1994).This model proposes that the conceptual links are stronger between L1 concepts than 
between L2 and concepts, and "the lexical link from L2 to L1 is assumed to be stronger than the lexical link from L1 
to L2 because L2 words were initially associated to L1" (Kroll & Stewart(1994) p. 158).  The same idea is claimed 
by Nelson (2001, p. 419) who says that "L1 initially serves as a lexical intermediary between L2 and conceptual 
meaning. As a result, lexical links from L2 to L1 are stronger than lexical links from L1 to L2, and conceptual links 
to L1 are initially stronger than conceptual links to L2."  
When it comes to the results that L2 English glosses were more effective with level 4 could be that a direct link 
between L2 words and concepts is possible with more proficient learners (Kroll & Sunderman, 2003, cited in 
Yoshii, 2006). In addition, Ko (2005) believes that L2 glosses can be more effective to learners than L1 glosses if 
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the level of learners is high.  Except for the slight difference in the advantage of L2 English glosses of level 4 
students over Level 1 students, no significant differences were found between the two high-proficiency and low-
proficiency groups. The nature of the reading comprehension test might influence students’ performance. As Davis 
(1989) argued, multiple-choice tests are less efficient measures compared to L1 written protocol. Also, a study of 
Wolf (1993) showed that receptive tasks might show less of a distinction between how much text is comprehended. 
She compared scores among groups of participants assigned to reading tasks of receptive multiple-choice tasks and 
productive open and close tasks and found that scores were significantly higher on receptive test tasks than on 
productive tasks. In the current study, it is possible that the multiple-choice comprehension test did not allow the 
high-proficiency students to express their understandings of the text fully, and thus lead to the insignificance of the 
results. Also, the multiple-choice comprehension test might show less distinction among the students in the low-
proficiency groups, thus leading to the insignificance of the results. This implies that the type of the test task may 
play a factor in measuring the effect of L1 glosses on L2 reading comprehension. As a matter of fact, among studies 
conducted in EFL contexts, L1 vocabulary glossing effect was not found when multiple-choice comprehension tests 
were used (Chang, 2002; Kwong-Hung, 1995),but positive results were found in studies using recall measures 
(Chen, 2004; Huang, 2003). It is possible that different results would be obtained if the test measurement in this 
study used other measurements.  
In addition to the type of test task, the number of questions contained in the test might also contribute to the 
insignificant results from the two high- and low-proficiency subgroups. The multiple-choice comprehension test 
used in this study contained only five questions. As Holmes (2002) suggested, for a reasonably reliable multiple-
choice test, many items are required. It is probable that the results would be more reliable if the multiple-choice 
comprehension test used in this study contained more questions.  
7. Suggestions for Future Research 
One recommendation for future studies is to use larger groups and above all more test items since the smaller the 
number of participants, the less likely are conclusions that can be generalized. Apart from the use of glosses there 
are many other techniques that can be used for incidental vocabulary acquisition. The effects of incidental learning 
increase gradually and may be visible only in the long run. That is why more longitudinal studies are needed in 
order to investigate the long-term effects of incidental and intentional vocabulary learning.
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